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00:11 
CD: John, could you please introduce yourself and tell us where you 
are from originally. 


00:16 

JB: Well I was raised in Montana on a dry land farm North of the 
Yellowstone River. About 8 or 10 miles is a coll fise from a little 
place called Custer that was named after General George A 
Custer. 


00:31 
CD: Why did you (pause until 00:46 to readjust) want to join the 
Navy? 


00:48 

JB: Well, that...my mother used to say uh, 'get out of this God 
forsaken place’. There person and there, there was a drought, 
there wasn't much rain or anything, she said you join the Navy. 
My Dad had been in the German Navy, he was from Germany, 
everyone had to serve in the military there so he had served in 
the Germany Navy, so she said, 'why don't you join the Navy?’ 
so that's what I did. 


01:18 
CD: Could you tell us the story of when and how you enlisted, how 
old you were, where you went, where you went to basic. 


01:26 

JB: Well I...I signed up at the recruiters office in Billings, Montana. 
And I was on the preferred waiting, preferred list and they put, 
they said it was a waiting list and actually what, they didn't want 
me to join at that time when I graduated from high school in 
spring of 1935 because I would have gone in on a minority 
enlistment which was about 3 1/2 years so they made me wait 
till I was 18, I was 18 on the 3rd of November, 1935 (02:00). 
So...I went to Billings and when I was called to, to enlist and 
there were about 4 or 5 of us. 1 young man, he was in charge of 


us So we all road the train to Salt Lake City and stayed in a hotel 
there and on November 8, 1935 I was enlisted in the Navy for 4 
years. I didn't know what I was getting into and then they put 
us on a train and sent us to San Diego for training at the Naval 
Training Station in San Diego, California. 


02:42 


CD: 


How did you get stationed to the USS Medusa, could you tell us 
that story? 


02:46 


JB: 


Well after (coughs) I finished basic training in San Diego they 
uh...you could put in for different service schools so I put in for 
machinist mate school and (03:00) I went on board the old USS 
Henderson. The Navy had 2 transports at that time, the 
Henderson and the Shawma, and rode that through the Panama 
Canal around to Norfolk, Virginia to Hampton Roads. And going 
through the Panama Canal as first time seeing the tropics, I was 
in awe, I was about 5 months away from the farm in Montana, 
seeing that lush tropics I just couldn't believe it (03:25 cell 
phone goes off - 03:46 restart) Yeah, went through the 
Panama Canal and it was interesting to see, you know, that 
engineering that went into those locks and everything and you 
could see a lot of the old equipment that the French had 
abandoned when they were trying to build the canal. (04:00) It 
was still sitting in the water in various places and we ended up 
in Hampton Roads, Virginia and this was in March of 1936, and 
it was still wintery, there was a little bit of snow on the ground 
and it was cold, and the old barracks that we were living in, they 
were cracks in the floor, they were from World War I, and I went 
to machinist mate school, learning, learning to run the different 
machine tools like lathes, milling machines, shapers, things like 
this and then some of the sailors in my class said well, 'there's a 
repair ship in San Pedro, the Medusa and I think if we agree to 
pay our way across country when we graduate we can get 
assigned to the ships we want', so I agreed to do that. And it 
cost $35.66 cents to ride the Greyhound Bus (05:00) from 
Norfolk, Virginia up through Wisconsin and that, and my parents 
at that time were in Great Falls, Montana so I went to Great 
Falls and then to Seattle and then down the coast to San Diego, 
and then from San Diego I was sent to San Pedro and that's 
how I came onboard the USS Medusa which was a big repair 
ship. I wanted to learn more about the machine tool trade, I 
figured that would be something worthwhile. 


05:32 


CD: 


When did you first find out you were moving out to Honolulu in 
Hawaii? 


05:37 


JB: 


Well, in, in 1939 the entire, a lot of the Pacific Fleet went to the 
East Coast and we were going up to New York to the World's 
Fair. And uh, we were in Hampton Roads and Hitler was acting 
up in Europe, went into Poland so the Pacific End of the fleet 
came back to San Pedro that was in (06:00) 1939, and then in 
1940 they, they, all the Pacific Fleet left San Pedro. The cruisers 
and battleships were behind the breakwater in Long Beach and 
there were 4 ships behind the breakwater in San Pedro, and that 
was the Medusa which was a repair ship, the Vestal, another 
repair ship, the Argon, which was a station ship and the Relief, 
that was a hospital ship. And every 2 weeks either a cruiser or a 
battleship would come alongside us and we would do repairs on 
these ships. And so anyway in 1940 they sent the whole Pacific 
Fleet to the Hawaiian Islands. And then in 1941, in August, we 
came back to the States for 10 days, I picked up delivery of a 
brand new automobile, it was a Nash-Ambassador, cost me 
$1494.86 cents. I actually wanted a Chrysler (07:00) but the 
Chrysler dealer in Long Beach didn't want to talk to sailors so I 
ended up with, with this Nash, I liked the way the engine was 
built on it. So I had a brand new automobile and I drove for 
about 10 days in 1941 and we went back out to Pearl Harbor. 
My, uh, I, my 4 years had been up in 1939 and I extended for 2 
years because the economy didn't look too great, and so I was 
supposed to be out of the Navy in November 18th, 1941, and 
since we went back to the States in August they paid up for 
everybody up until around the middle of October, they missed 
me by a month. And we were going to go back to Bremmerton in 
January of 1942 to get, for an overhaul and I was gonna get out 
of the Navy. So December 7th came along and interrupted all of 
that. 


07:59 


CD: 


What was Honolulu, what was Hawaii like back in those early 
days, could you talk a little bit about life on bays, life on the 
island? 


But the island was real rural...they had the old touring cars, you 
know, it was, no windows on the sides, just the soft top on 'em 
like, like sometime see, I think a few of 'em around Cuba yet, 
and you could go around the island, we would get 4 or 5 sailors 
and paid maybe 25 cents a piece and they would take us fora 
tour around the island, it was real rural, it was beautiful (09:00) 
And I have pictures of Diamond Head that, where you could see 
the Royal Hawaiian and few things like that, but none of the 
high rises which ruined everything so it was quite different, it 
was very enjoyable. 


09:17 
CD: Were you aware at all of any of the tensions building between 


Japan and the United States? 


09:23 


JB: 


Yes, very much so. The...my...December of 1941 that year, along 
in there, I had 6 years in the Navy, and a lot of sailors that 
worked for me on the Medusa were transferred to other ships, 
some of them would go to submarine school and I'd go ashore, 
and I'd meet them when I was ashore, and they would tell me, 
they say they were picking up Japanese submarines around 
these islands all the time. And the Honolulu paper for several 
weeks before the attack (09:58 stop for plane taking off - 
10:57 resume) Yeah the Honolulu papers had big headlines, 
"War is Near in the Pacific", "War Expected At Any Day", and 
uh, I was not really surprised when we were attacked on 
December 7th. And I wasn't in the know-how on a lot of other 
things, but I've always been very curious and inquisitive and like 
I said, these sailors on the submarines were saying, 'we're 
picking up Japanese submarines around here’. And the day after 
Thanksgiving, the bulk of the fleet left Pearl Harbor and went to 
sea. And we came back in probably on Friday, and as we were 
entering the harbor...the battleships, you know where the 
Arizona, where the remnants of the Arizona is, that's battleship 
row on that side of Ford Island. And sometimes, the battleships, 
there would be 2 of 'em side, tied side by side, and the Medusa 
would sometimes would go along side one of the battleships 
and we'd do repair work on it for 2 weeks, (12:00) and then 
another one or maybe a cruiser would come along side us, we 
very rarely did any work on destroyers 'cause they had 
destroyer tenders for this and anyway, as we were coming back 
in, the backside of Ford Island, that's where the aircraft carriers 
usually tied up, and where you see the remains of the old Utah 
bottoms up then the Raleigh was right behind that. The Medusa 
had been assigned the berth where the Utah was bottoms up so 


13:05 - pause for plane 


13:18 


CD: 


Could you tell the story again about coming in to berth and 


where the Utah was and how you berthed up? 


13:26 


JB: 


Well as we were coming into the harbor, the Utah was tying up 
where she is bottoms up on the backside of Ford Island where 
the carriers normally tied up. And that berth had been assigned 
to us 'cause the carriers were at sea, so our captain sent the 
skipper of the Utah a message, he says, 'you are in my berth', 
and the captain of the Utah replied, 'I'm going state side on 
Monday, can you let me stay till Monday?’ And our captain said 
‘all right, I'll agree to that’. And if he hadn't agreed to that, if the 
Medusa had been tied up there I probably wouldn't be here 
telling this story today...because the Medusa was a large ship 
with a big boat deck and the Japanese would have hit it for sure. 


14:15 


CD: 


Do you remember what you were doing the day of December 
6th? 


14:18 


JB: 


Yes, I uh, I worked in the lower machine shop and there were 55 
men in there, I was machinist mate 1st class at, at that time and 
I supervised a lot of the men doing different works on the 
machine tools in there. And so, I got up...many of us slept on 
folding cots between the lathes, and I usually slept between 2 
lathes on a folding cot, and you'd fold it up in the daytime and 
put it away on the cot rack. So I got up and had my breakfast 
which was bacon, eggs, tomato juice and toast. And after 
breakfast I was down (15:00) in the machine shop wandering 
around and I heard some explosions, I jumped up on the 
workbench and we were anchored amongst the destroyers off of 
the end of Ford Island and I saw the Japanese planes coming in 


and I saw the PBY hangers and the PBYs being blown up. I saw 
the Utah getting hit and I saw the Guseraligh getting hit. So I 
turned around and yelled, 'close the portholes, we're under 
attack', and that's how the day began. 


15:33 - pause for sound 


15:44 
CD: If we could restate what you just told me there, if you could 
describe what you saw to me that day, what happened that day 


and what you specifically did that day. (Pause for sound again) 


16:34 
CD: Ifyou could tell me about your day on December 7th. 


16:37 

JB: Well...I got up and dressed and went and had breakfast which 
was tomato juice, bacon, eggs and toast. And I was still tasting 
it at 4 o'clock that day, and so after breakfast I went down into 
the machine shop where I normally worked and supervised 
some of the men. And I was wandering around and I heard 
(17:00) some explosions and so I jumped up on the workbench 
and looked out the porthole and you could see the Japanese 
planes, they were masthead height, you could see the red balls 
on the wings. And I saw the PBY hangers and the PBYs being 
blown up on the end of Ford Island. I saw the old battleship 
Utah, which was a target ship being hit, and I saw the cruiser, 
light cruiser Raleigh being hit. And so I turned around and 
yelled, 'close the portholes, we're under attack’, so we, everyone 
closed the portholes. My battlestation was supposed to be 
topside, and every ship was given orders to get underway, and 
we had torn down after we had pulled in from being at sea, we 
had pulled down the ship's force, the crew, in the engine room, 
had dismantled some pumps, and the ship was unable to get 
underway. So I spent the day helping work on those pumps to 
put them back in commission. That was my day. And I could 
hear the ship being strafed a few times, it sounded like 
somebody with a big chipping hammer going along and hitting 
the side of the ship as the ship was strafed. The only person 
who was injured was the Exec. got a piece of shrapnel on his 
head coming back, he'd been ashore you know, in the morning, 
during the attack he was in the boat coming back to the ship 
and a piece of shrapnel hit him. Well, when all the ships were 
firing they used these shells that explode, you've got a lot of 
shrapnel, and so this was flying all over the decks of the ships 
were covered in pieces from the anti-aircraft fire. And the 


Medusa was one of the first ships to get any anti-aircraft fire in 
the air. And we had 4 5 inch 51 surface guns which were 
absolutely worthless. We had 2 30 calibre machine guns, one 
on each wing of the bridge, and one of those 30 calibre crews 
was credited with shooting down a Japanese plane. We had 2 3 
inch guns which could be used for anti-aircraft, one was 
forward, and one was aft on the boat deck, and one of those, 
there was a 2 man submarine that came up, popped up in the 
harbor in back of the aircraft tender the Curtis, and one of our 3 
inch crews was credited with putting a 3 inch shell through the 
conning tower of this 2 man submarine when it surfaced. And, 
as all ships were ordered to get underway, the destroyers got 
underway, and a lot of them were anchored around us, and it 
was the destroyer Monohan rammed that submarine, went over 
it, and dropped 2 depth charges on it as she was going out to 
sea. (20:01) And that night, we went to general quarters 
again. Some of the planes from the Enterprise were coming in, 
and they were supposed to circle one direction, and they were 
circling the other direction. By this time, I was at my 
battlestation on topside, and the sky was red with anti-aircraft 
fire, so, if they had had some preliminary warning, they would 
have been able to have given the Japanese a hard time when 
they came on the first 2 attacks. 


20:35 


I 


JB 


I 
JB 


What were your thoughts when you first saw those Japanese 
planes coming in? 

I knew war was here. Like I said, the headlines in the Honolulu 
paper said 'War is Near’, 'War Expected Any Day', so I wasn't a 
bit surprised, really. 

Did you lose any of your men that day? 

No, there was no one on board the Medusa that was injured. 
The Captain was the only one that had a piece of shrapnel 
wound on his head. But no one else on the Medusa was...I lost a 
lot of good friends on other ships, that I knew very well. 

Who were some of those friends, and on what ships? 

Well, there was a Yeoman First Class Charles Fiske on the 
Arizona, he was from the part of Montana where I went to 
school, I knew him. He was the only one I really remember that 
perished that day. And it was horrible that the Arizona burned 
for days, the harbor, there was black fuel oil all over the harbor. 
They converted boats into Juicy Lucy's, as they called them, 
sucking up this black fuel oil, and it was a mess. It was a very 
sad day. 


22:10 


JB 


Could you paint us a picture of the scene just after the attack, 
after you finally got to see it? What did it look like, what were 
your thoughts? 

Well, it was horrifying. I didn't get on topside until late in the 
evening, probably around 6, 7 o'clock, when we finished getting 
those pumps back into commission, and you could see the 
Arizona burning, you could see the water, you know, covered 
with oil. And from where I was, you know, you weren't that 
close to where you couldn't see the damage to the battleships 
because they were on one side of Ford Island and we were off 
the end where the PBY base was at that time, that end of Ford 
Island. And we couldn't see the damage to the ships in the dry 
dock at the shipyard, some of the ships that were sunk, the old 
Ogalala, some of the others. And some of the other ships, the 
light cruiser Helena, which was a 6 inch cruiser, heavy cruiser 
is 8 inch gun, light cruiser is 6 inch gun, she was firing her main 
battery, and she put a 6 inch shell through the smokestack of 
the power-plant over at the shipyard, and that hole was in there 
for a long time before they finally patched it up. So they would, 
and like I told you earlier, that night when some of our planes 
from the Enterprise came in the wrong way, the sky was red 
with aa fire, and they shot some of them down, and I met one of 
the pilots who wasn't shot down, and I don't remember now just 
where I met him, but it was somewhere in the last 8 or 10 years, 
and he said, 'you guys were shooting at me’, but they were 
supposed to come in one direction and they came in the other 
way. 


24:14 


I 


JB 


Were you part of the salvage and rebuild effort after the 
attacks? 

No. No, we had nothing to do with that. When things calmed 
down, I went over and visited some of my friends like on the 
USS Maryland, and the Maryland, the Japanese were dropping 
either armor piercing shells or armor piercing bombs, and the 
#2 turret, they had 3, they had 16 inch guns on those, the 
Maryland, the West Virginia and the Tennessee, those were 3 of 
a class. They usually built 3 ships of each class at that time. 
And one of these hit the the center barrel of the #2 turret and 
took out a big section of that barrel, and to my trained eye, that 
barrel didn't sag a bit, so they had to put a new barrel into that 
turret. That was one of the things I'll remember. And then 
some of the ships sunk in my opinion because of the poor 
watertight integrity. The West Virginia was different. I 
happened to be back in Pearl when the West Virginia was 
raised, and it was in dry dock, and they had marine guards with 


rifles patrolling that, and I wanted to get up there and see it, 
and they wouldn't let me. But I eventually managed to sneak 
by, and I counted that the West Virginia took 7 fish, 7 
torpedoes, that whole port quarter was gone, from the keel, the 
midships, clear to the stern, and I could see 7 indentations-like 
on there. And someone that I met a number of years ago said, 
‘no, she took 9 torpedoes.' But when we were at Pearl Harbor 
for the 65th anniversary, I picked up a little brochure at the 
visitors' center, and it said that the West Virginia took 7 
torpedoes, and so my initial calculation was correct. And I was 
also in Pearl when they raised that 2 man submarine that the 
Medusa received credit for putting the 3 inch through the 
conning tower, and I saw that when they were building a new 
dock at the sub base at Pearl Harbor, and they put that in an 
area over there and poured reinforced concrete over it. And 
then somewhere in the last 5 to 10 years, there was an article in 
the Los Angeles Times, and I wish I had saved it, that told about 
they were demolishing this dock, and they found this 2 man 
submarine that was put in there in 1942, and like I said, I had 
seen it put in there. And so I went on the web and I printed out 
a picture of it, all bunged up, after they had taken it out of the 
cement. 


27:17 


I 


Very good. 


Pause 


T Rgt th one hing you gemener mos abut a day? 
grin a glan wos com, Ines SURE GS y o 


28:11 


I 


JB 


When you go back to the Arizona memorial, when you stand on 
that memorial over that battleship, what thoughts go through 
your mind? 

When I go to the memorial? I have never really thought about 
it, what thoughts, what specific thoughts go through my mind by 
being at that memorial, except looking down the list of the 
names of the men that lost their lives to see how many of them 
that I knew and, in a way, how senseless it was. From what I 
have found out since then, I think it could have been avoided. 


END OF TAPE. 


